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ABSTRACT ' . '
. In this paper, two theoretical approaches to language
teaching, the audio-lingual and the cognitive code methods, are
cxamined with respect to hov they deal with feedback-in the classrooa
zatuation. Audio-lingual theorists either igmore completely the need’
tzr feedback in the classroom or deal with it only in teras of its
rginforcing attributes. Bhen it is provided in terms of results, it
is usually in reaction to a correct responsé in an effort to make the
recurrence of that response more likely. Coghitive code theorists or
transforsationalists insist that language learning takes place on an
inner level, not necessarily reflected by Qutward perforsance. This
concept makes feedback, which sust be based on outward performance,
inappropriate. ) cybernetic model is suggested here as the basis for
constructing a larnguaye learning theory .that incorporates features of
both cognitive-code learning theory and Audio-lingual habit theory
and recognizes the importance of feedback. After a summary of
cybernetic theory, the kind of feedback it entails, how it canm be
applied to lancuage learning and what its isplications are for the
learning process are discussed. (PHP)
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Teashing a foreiin languaps is unilke teaching aay other disciy’ 'ne,

for it 15 the one avea of instruction that deliterately aims at ti. rv:ro-

duction, rerorizaticpn or autoratic mastery of.specifically-gaugh: verial
satterns.! Tre abllity to recadily Snd'fluently nake pgg‘pf;these Fattemrns
indicat«i; that learning has token place., Mechanical régatition and 10te
learninr, which Bre anathema to education;z become demonstrations of conpe=
tence. Necause of the great stress on and significance given to reproduc-
tion, feedhack is a crucia;}element in the language teaching_proeebs. The
very nalure of language acquisition depends uponareceiving feedhacg.cnéég:n-
Ing onc's p-rfermance. How elser is the student to gscertain whether Er’not
he has rcspnnded ox spoken correctly?

It is thus somewhat ironic that most of the literature conce:nins lan-
guage &c&ching has icnored this lssue., Moreover, when feedback has/peen
dcalt'with, its role has been realized as motivational and/or rginfogcins.
rather than infermatieral. The inplications of this are twofgidi teacher
and sfudcnt are- indeperdent of one another, the former 2;6;1a1q3 a nadel
and sporadi.ally rewarding or punishing the latter imitating that, model:

the studeat can 1eatn to speakfa second language without necezsarily under-

standing what he s’ saying’ nox the pzﬁnciples which underlie his responses.

In oxder for real leaxrning o oceur, wheh understanding and perforrance be-
core inner and oute;‘quterparts of the sane process, feedbgpk must be'nore
than the provision of sanctionss it muSt”;proceed béckgard from the perfor-
zance [so as ] to §hange the gcneral methdﬁ and pattern of perforrance." &

Because fexdback can be tantemount to learning a secend language, it is ny

{ritention o0 revicw how the literature cencexning the methodology of lan-

cuige tonching las elther deiii or not dealt with feedback., I will then

dizcuss inferrazional feedback =nd its inplications. This approach to fead-
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tweek will ulso provide the ratlonale by which theorles which have beun anti-
thutical can bo reconciled and Q}nihégiiéd;__Flﬁdiij}_éaﬁgbféﬁéé—éhﬂmpéffor- a
nance, too often separate experiences in the language lcarning process, will

be scen as occurring conconitantly. . . - \‘\

For thc most part, tho literaure conceruing language teaching descr%bes\\
and pres?ribos one of two theoreticnl approaches, the audio-lingual, which .
explains language learming in terms of verbal habits, and the cognitive-code
whiéh views lansuage competency in terrs q{ the comprehension of rules. 5
While ore is based upon continuous practice and drill, the other emphasizes
underst;;ding'the underlying principles of the language. What i1s crucial
from the standpoint of this paper, however, is not w?ich approach should be
adopted or which provides for greéter achievement. (As a matter of fact.
results of studies comparing the two approaches, show that one 1s not supe-
rior to the other.6) Rather, the mein concern here is that, whatever the
theoretical arrroach, the emrhasis, is on methodology. Whether 1t be the
impartation of a set of drills or rules, the main issue is on the teaéhing
of languaces, as if that in itself insures learning. The role of teacher
is either thai of model or lecturer. The dynamic role he could be playing
in terms of langhage leatning is largely left unrccognized. It would be
worthwhile to look at each approach in order to discover not only hox it does
or does no; treat feedback, tut what this treatment indi;ates.,

The audio-lingual thebry is hase? upon the experimentation of the be-
havicerist school of psychology. Learﬁing took place when stimulus-response
connecticnas were strengthened and became automatic habits,? Convinced tha;
these firdings could be applied to the classréoﬁAénd that the 5rammar-trans~
action mozhéd was falling miserably , educators espoused that "the single

pararourt fact about lansuage learning is that it concerns ... the forma-

tion and jerformance of habits.“e languare was cecn as a “system of recur-
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ring cudﬁeﬁces or ratterny,
) ﬁade {wider] varfous stimulus condltiens.”ll These juatterns would become

habits by virtue of practice, repetition ard drill, cctablishing themselves
in the learmers' ml#dz.lz While the structurallgts. (as the advocates of

t

behavisrist theory and the audlo-lirguzl method carme to be called,) careful-

*

' N : \
ly qunlified thelr rositions by insisting on meaningful drill, language

L}

loarniné cosentially becane mechanical repetition and mimiery. 1In its ex-
tréﬁe forn, hadit, rathcrithan learring to communicaie in a second language
nas‘théhuénlg “the hablts we have fbrmed determine for us what 1s;sénsible
and what 1s senseléss."!3 | I )
Frequency.of repggitianalone. however, did not insure the occurrence of
behavior changes. 'E;inforcement. g;me kind of after-effect, a reward or
punishnent, was necessary in onderfto shape or condition fﬁemaesired behavior.
In the learning situation, this pr@vlded information about the perfor-
| mance ard thus was called ”knowle§’ of results.® Countless studies have
been carried out, the results of which indicate that reinforcement in terms
of "knowledge of resulis” is a necessary component of learping.is Ir lan-
guage learning, it is the only means by which a student finds out whether
his performance"was correct or_incorréﬁt. Jet, not only is there coné;der-
able dispute - as to whether learr.’: - can occur without providing this kind
Qf reinforcément. but teachers in: i in thelxr teaching practice that leaim-
ing occurs as of resilt of the "slmultaneous occurrence of the stimulus'and

w16 Noreover, when "knowledge

response ... without other factors orerating.
of resulis® 1s indcecd administered 1i's usually donc in the form of sanctions
‘which are purely motlvational in function. The directional or informational
aspects ¢f feedback are totaliy isnored, very often leading students to make

erroncous conclusiors as to the correctness of thelr responses.

The theorctical apprqach Just deseridbed tﬂﬁs\gfrks on the premise that

9
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w? ;5 - language leuning conzists of practicing drills and pnttexnn.whlchznventual-
ly‘become automatic habdbits, Reinforcement. for the most part, strengthcnu
these hablts and hclps .:shapq the beha.vior. wt is not intrinsica.lly related
to uhnt 15 being taught, Because structuralicts are convinced | )cha.t this me-

- "‘thr.a.olq&y cannot help but result in lcarning the propor respenses, the ques-

, tion of crror and how te treat it is not taken into account. Thoush it 13
admlttc:! th;t error nicht occur, 1!35 occurrence is explained in behavioris-
tie ter S "interference in learriing the ceccnd language is due to knowledge

of the tirat.i‘

Accepting this theory of contrastive analysis, the method-
ology used in the classroom is such tha{.' interference is avelded. Exzor
";\} ' themt‘ore neéd not bo dealt with because the possibility of its occurxence
- 15 obviate by the audlo-lingual. appronch: “repetition reduces errors by
' . :ing ::ozfz;;; sequences of symbols more likely than oi‘.he::s.""8 If, however,
, despite tfx drill ahci repetition, erxror does occur, the teacher is advised

to pass. é!wer rather 'chan deal with 1t, providing Instcad the correct fom.lq
Thus, w.fe have a ;erqggnca;l situations language .leaxnins whose very nature
is fr/ ught with the possibility of error, 1s assumed to occur without
erroy.

Taking this asswnpt-icn into account, it becomes clear why feedback has

either been ignored/ or dealt with only in terms of Lts ::emforc{ng attributes.
" When however, it is provided in terms of results, "it 13 usually 1n reaction
to a correct response, thus making the z;ecmence,gf that response likely.
Error, on the other hand, is genevrally not aehxwlédged'; this despite the
studies indicating the importance of informing the student tha‘i. his answer "

2 ' -
is wrom:."o Moreover, if negative reinforcement is provided, it 1s usually

. gy—

nou-apecific, not lessening the likelihobd of the error's recurrent e Ne-

cat;ve fecdback which is informaticnal and which deals with the actual be-
. L - \
havior is rarely usetl.21 ' o

0



A belavioristic aprroach to language learning stmziros empirical evi- .
dence and rejects as "lrrelevant all responses, that cannot Ve obsmui:and 3“
recorded.™< learaing is cald to have taken place When parﬁeulnr’bamm:sf ¥ N
havlng been shaped a.nd conditioned. becono ma.nlfes*ed. Teachers are exﬁott-—"“'h":"'
¢ed not to waste tine in oxplanations and rulcs. 3 i‘oz 1t 13 ‘Ehe relteration
of the model’s patterns that is both the means and end of language ' instxue=
tion. Clven this frumework, the concern is not whether a student has grasped

thke  underlying _principles or has formed any gengralizations or "on;;\iias.
- Rather, performance, not understanding, 1s tﬁe essentizl element. It 1s with
thiu insistence upon empirical evidence and rejection of'teaching the essen~
t1al rules of language that the cognitive-codc theorists or transformation-
alists take issue. Language learning is vlewed as too complex a8 process to
be caplained by the mere -contiguity of stiumlus and response and its rein-»
' rorcomunt; rather it entails the understanding of principles, generalizations
and relationshirs which account for the ouward verbal manifestations of the
student.zu The learnmer can do more than passively imitate; he has the ca-
pactiy *o conpre;xend and actively mamipulaté the knowledge 'mparted to him

In terms of the classroom, this implies that students would be taught
rules and principles and provided with explanations. The crucial issue would .
not be the exactitude of a correct response but the comprehension of the
principle which underlies ‘11'.\ As a result therc might not be enough oppor.
tuniy to practice representaéive samples of the principle. Unlike the be-
hzv'orists who recognized performance only, this school of thought ‘gives
jrlo-ity to competence; it studies *what the speaker might say, not Just
whe t h.e s1ys. 2o Opcrating on this premise the role of| teedhgck' (in térns
of “roowledge of rosults™) becomes qubstionadle, for while it! may: influence

outward ve "tal performince, it may have nothing to do with inner mental pro-

cesses producings the behavior, Correct responses need not be positively re- :

G . . ° \
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inforchd bucause 1t is assuncd they indicate couprchension. At the saze
- time, negatively reluforeing incorrect recponses is inaprropriate, for errors
‘aro not. ncce:zarily attributadble to 1n£cr§erenca or neaatiie tronzfer; rather
they may be systematle, 1n&£6&tiné\that tho learmer is conseiouslj congtruct~
ing and fnfning hy;othoées;zé ¥hile one might here eucgc;; that feedback
providing the learn: with additional information would certainly 1t into
the cocnigive-ccie framework, it soon becones obvious why this is not the
case: the insistence that learning takes place on an inner level, not r.ecés-
sariiy represented by the outward performance, makes feedback which must be
 baged on outward yperformance 1nqgg£2§ria$e. ' Af{
Having reviewed thq.tao najor theoretical approééhes t© languagé lea;ﬂ;xl
ing, it secms that eacﬂais preoccupled with its own particular emrhasis and
methodology, therety rgendaring one exclusive of the other. It is Bhwious
that this kind of polarity can make the process of learning a very narrow
and rigid experience, for each side focuses on certain processes, asswiing that
others are less significant. For language learning this can be crucial since,
taken to its extreme, the resulis could be automatlic mimics who have under- .
" stood nothing but outwardly seem to h#we learned, or knowledgeable students
who have grasped the important generalizations but are ndét capable of active-

-y

ly 6§1n5 the language. Because of the negative implications of pitting one

approach against the other, attempts_have been made to synthesize the 'l:s:o.z‘z
It was felt that what was needed vas a “"model that incorporates geatu:es of

both cognitive-code learning theory and audio-lingual habit.thbory.“zs Ra-

ther than a theoretical model with a rationale by which this synthesis could
be explained and understood, howéver, the result has been eigber a pastiche

of the inport#ﬁt elcnents of cach apprcach29 or an argument which attenpts
to denonstrase that the existing agti&besié is due nore to 1nterp:etat1§n

_/ .
than. apy real contradiction;jo “in either case, we are not provided with a
[

(4
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eau..\:uctc.ry and oo prehensivv model, one which not only describtes the im-

portant elenen’a be s ang ceized upon and reconclled,' but explaing how and uby

" such & reconeiliation iz possidble. . \

¥hat wo essentially noed then 18 & . ;i"y based on the premises that
the ability to nake uutomtlc verhal responces entuils inner mental procb 3508
and that 1t is the outua:ni realization of these responses that provides a
true index of the_ inner organication. GCiven the rather negligldle treaiment
of feedltuck in lanmuare lea.ming.‘i't“ 13. ironic that a cybernetic approach |
to lcarning should provide us with such a theory. Before demonstrating, how=- .
ever, hos and why this synthesis is possible, via the cybernetic paradigm, /
it is nocessary to discuss what cybernetics 18, what kind of feedback 1t en-/
'tans. how ﬁ can te applied to language learning and what its implicationg
are tor the learning process. /

Cytornetics, a ternm coined by Norbert Uiener. det.ls with the "ont}re
ficld of control and communication theory, whether in the machine 07 In the
anima1."3! It 15 based on the premise that infomation trensmitted or “fed
back” to the receiver can be used as new input and so alter the eystem's
future performance or outputs "to act effectively. it is neces’sa.ry tha.t in- 3
formation ccncerning the vesults of ¥ ones] actions be furnished as part ¢f -
the inforration on which 1t must continue to act.2 It must be understood,

however, that the information we u*a here dea.liné with is not the “knowledge
of icsults“ tyre of feedback opcrating as reinforce;nént and motivation. We' °
are not ir.teresf.ed' 15 "brute and blunt® 1nfomt1%n but information on which
we can act eftectiv«:ly. “inforration uhich penetrates into a communication
and storage apparatus sufficiently to scrvo/as a trigger for action. -33
This “apparatus” is another concept/crucial té the cybernetic model.
Its existene explains why feedback, /b{n tra.nsnittcd cffectively, can in-

dced have an impact on futurc perfofrance. The recciver of the message, in

* . 8.



thie e Lhe huwm Yuiamer, A4 rot 8 7 de, unledirenslonal coi it e
canjost, aa tehaviorisis would havo us Y=-licove,  Hatker, he ha:s foraca anl
cpegatey acgording to a hierarchy of Tadhs or o oyﬂtlmuoah Thus, in o*dcr ihat
his future huhnvior or performance bo ehaurcd meaningfully. tho undexlying
-lun: mu.t nomehud by recrganized. or restructured, If the feediuch: 's vigr-
)y $:n.forming tho stu§ent that his responsc was eorrect or imcexrvct er jro-
viding hin secults In terms of numcrdcal data, it ic unlihéi& to tave a ro3l
inpact on the st;uctures vpon which his performance w..s hased: If, however,
®tho 1nfortation which proceedc tackward ‘fron the performance 1& able té clange
. the general nethod and pattern of performance. we have a process ‘which may be
callcd lnnxing.‘as \ 5
Bofore translating uhahlall of this means in terns of language teaching,
it 1s nccessary to deal with one ofher factor basic to Wiener's concaptunl-
izatica of fcedback, cntropy. While communication takes place, while res- |
sages are Selng transmitted or while information is being impaxted, entropy,

i a kind of disintegration or destruction of meaning will occux.jf

rhis ton-
dency tohard disorcanizatlon is inevitabdle, caused by virtue ot tho fact that
comnunication is taking place. This, however, is no¢ totally negativistic,
and we need not despair of ever being able to transnit owr meaning. Rather,
the realization that entxopy occurs underlines the importance of transnitiing
our messages ag clearly as possible. Thic is the one recourse we have to
eithor minimize or noutralize its effects. It is obvious how cxucial this
realizaticn is for teaching, especlaljly the teaching of a second languag;:
vhere the tack being set by the teacher is often ambiguous. Moreover, the
feedhck provided (1f, at all ) rarelv =l-r: iws any of the confusion the
studcnt may be experiencing. ‘'hus, entropy and its ecfects, which ipso facto
occur, not oni, T« not counteracted, but are multiplied in the lansuare clacs-

4

v o *.athers give little thoﬁght to how clear they are making themselves
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in efther Aructwdnr o oo er oo srovinlnge feedbick whish thuy erpoct

Wil recult ir VYopootesuns,
: \

Tho forcgolyy discussion of cytervetie theory, the feedback it ia based

uron und the rationale for thic hind of foudtack, (50 that the system's undor-

lying structure is reorgan‘ved by the new lnput and, co that the ai;organiaiag
effccte of cnttoty'arc minimizcd) was a necoceary preface toithe consldey-""
ation of inforrailon fecdlask langaege teachingg it defined what it 19-
that is belng uincd at and why. Betore proseeding uith'the application of -
cybermeticz to tcaching, 1t should be reiterated tﬁat. for the most part,

. feedback has been neglected in langusge classrooms in favor of 3 precccupi-

tion with qethadology. Nurerous studies have becn dona compaxring the effects
of tglnforrqnent #ith thoce of int'ormational feedback on learning, the ro-
sults of which susgent that there is a correlation batween superior perfor-
mance ard Inleomational fce&hack.3? It Las even bocn demonstrated how cy-
hornetiesspeclrlcally applios to the teaéhing - leaxrrning process, taking

. into acccunt all of ¥icnor's basic teneﬁs.3a Yet, in the language clacsroom,

(vhere feedback seems to me to be critical,) questions remain unanswered.

How caif’ the lapgunge teacher s=mploy the cybernetic nodel? What kipg of in-
formation should be transmitted to the student? What assumptions are to be
made about tho mental processes and inner organization of the learner? ‘How
‘Fo these assumptions affect our choice as to the kind of information commun-
I;ated? Does cybernetics imply that, as teachers, we provide the tasic rules
of the language so that thcy are encoded by the learmer within his hierarchy

" of plans? If this is the case, ¢an we exject that such Imowledge will 5ua?

©

rantee good language performance? If, on the other hand, we provide him with
patterns.4o drill, how do they flt into his inner scherata? A look at how
sono of the lit~rrture on the learninc'procoasayas taken comnmunication theocy

into account can help answer thest quesiions and\&herebw demonstrate how

' - 10



cyF'rnot!cé ciafi Yo applied to langunce teaching. It 1u Yierues r;?.:ns.;r;
15 lased upon the unamblipuous trunsmicsion and sormenicatiion of tnf~:~ition
thit i+ applléatlon to lanpunge instruction is pgyticn’nrlr'apx?;;'ifﬁe.
| Working within Wiencr's cybervetic frasuvwork, the ruesiver or C?codcr.’
of neuiires ia realized us the langusse leaxneru*\{ye role’ of the niident &
changs draaitically and takes on new dimensions. Rnthvr than & yx::i\e P
tic:xant in the sense taat the pupil elthor beconmes vondi*‘oncd tn endz ¢eoe
.t¢1n responses or nenorlics rules and principles, we hgve nn active Lnl dy=-
namic perforrur, Informaticn is not neroly received; it is util;zed. e~
sulting in gone kind of inner reoconstruction. Civen this ploture Q{ the
_ntviont. the noture of the messages conmunicated bucones all-impo*tint ir,
&c tuachcra. ve desire .nd oxpect a perticular performance, we muat rrke rure
that the ctudent knows what we are azking for and understands thu inforrat 1on
we ot ’9 for a student's auarencss of tho intended btohavier affests the
perfornance.ho This 1s crucial in the language classroom where one of the
greatect causes of exrror is due to the fact that students have nisread or
Qincodcd the tcucher®s signals. Thic occurs not so.much because they are
incapable of cohprehending, but rather because the teacher'’s message is an-
biguous, Unaware of the caugse of the problém. the teacher resipgns hizselfs
to the fact that the task is either too complex or, woége. that his students" ’
are incompetent. It is imperative, then, that the information we feed-hnck )
to the pupils be the kind which not only is understocd in terms of the actual
meaning, but.which sharply dafines what tasks we axe seiting. Cnly 4n this
Nuy can the conmunication have any recal 1mp§ct on the inner processcs which
;e want Lo set into operation, 'Oniy in this way do we have a real fcedtack
*loop”. ' .

Like the role of the student, the role of the teacher has also taken og'”

new dircnsions. It 1s not cnough to provide a model for the student ard acsure

o ll.
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MAPTTRR DO RSN B JIRITUATAEL T S WIS § ul{(iuéces indico e th;{ fre
?u;;zztta bt f o Stmon A oard utilicel asd learning has tharefors (44
place. S%Walacly, §#t 4z PALVe 20 ae ot thut active amd automatie Juuvige
pertortince will resplt from the proviclon of rulen aud reneralizatienc,
Rathol, the lansnge teasher 2anl ooy cluge attcntidﬁ to the clariiy ol h;;
Bessipe, wholh.  the studont undercionds oxpileitely what 1s bedng acked ér
bin, whoethor thee Infoviation 1a caputic of teing decoded and whether the
leasner will %o able to aet upen 4¢, In a situtution like the languzbe clase,
vhere thosn L, n hizh protalLllity of oonfusion, it is essentlal that the tea~
cher rrovide “ecdlaek which is truly informative, which delincates what is
expeated, for “the reve exictence of a feedtuck loop does not guarantcs gosl -

L1

dirccted activity.“ ' Ag leng as wo attempt to keep our comnunication as free
‘ / .

ol annguSty/as rostible and “"formulate... infermation we... feod Yack, there
' l“uz

- LI -

ic no cxtfﬁt o which {we) oan inprove [behavior
| Vhile tnis~diacu35!pn 1s rainly concemncd with the vertal aspects of
feedbatk in the language classroon, a slicht digrecsicn in orxder to consiqéé
it ncn-vertal acpeets is not inappropriatey H;w non-verhal icedbauck hus or,
rather, has not tcen dealt with in language teacﬁlns closelycparallgls }he
altuafion of informationdl feedback. Just as little attention has becn given
to tho kind of infornation trancmittcd in the teacher's verbal reactiuns, the
Irecard glzen to ncnizerbél cormunication has been negligible.u3 ~To cafrr the
analogy further, just as there is oficn a g:ééﬁ deal of confu#ion resulting .
from the tcacher's fallure to nako_cléar the goal to be achicved, a contra-
diction often exists beiween what the teacher cays and what the teaéﬁﬁg con=-

b In the sanc way that the tcacher 13 not awwre of

municates non-verhally.
the anbipulity with which hisc verlal ressage is loaded, he 1c unswere that his
Jon-vertal exprosclons und gestures might be negating xlatever information his

verbal 1ehav£of‘;s conv-yin-, I atanis to reason that in the lancswnee clase-

1'3
¢ [ 28



. B . - - = = M N S o = " wrw!

Toom, where an intrinsie lsirzlier exises, thet is, ihe second ihnguag:. o pres
de2l of non-vertal behavior will be atiend=d to. 1f, therefoxe, the non~ver-
hnl does not cosroborate its vertsl counteTpars, the intentlons of the teacher

are” likely tc be m&sxead. Thus, “here agé:n. the neccsslty 4s to avold gon-

1]

fusion, to make surﬁ that even what is ‘ransmitted aon-verhally indicates uhat
is deaired so that the student can use jhe information in his future perfo:mnncq.
Cybermetic theory would h%vg little value for langusge toacﬁiug if Ats
only implication were that feedback contdin unambiguous Informaticn which the
student ecan compréhend and act upon. While the teacher might accept this pre-'
‘mise upon which to hase his -instruction, it does not necessarily follou that
"* . he would be able to. actualize it in the language’classroom, ‘In other uords.‘
unleas this theory of communcation  tells. us not Just ahat ue nust do in the
abstract. but defines how to reduce ambiguity.'not Just that lnforuntion be .

transmitted, tut what kind of ;nformation.it has very little application value.

The interest in comnunlaatipn theory. however. hag res:lted 1n[253‘§tudg~g§;~;~\;\‘
taking _

tho reduction of classroom anblguily in concrte’end specific terns, By
1nto account the student's nental processes ‘and the goal of th 1n§truetion.
inferences have been made about the specific feedhack to be used., -

In order to account for the specif:c kind ot information to e conveyed,
4t is necessary to understard nore explicitely what the existence_of underly-
ing consttucté entalls. is already pointed out, it means that the student is
‘not a planless perfnrmer who is shoped and~cord1tioned. but rather an "active
and celective infornation-gathering individual who acquires and 1nerprets new
knowledge on the basis of rules already stored in the brainé.u5 What this )

means in terns of language learning is :‘ responses produced by the pu-

pil demonstrate not his capaclity io nemorize and mimic, YU attenpt to
{ N .‘ . . )
w.... test hypothcses and try oul reuponces which, have becone part of hls reperiolire - \

of -b mavior; he "brings & highly structured knowledge of the world into every...

13 -
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aiaua;xcu.‘kﬁ ‘The leacniy is making choreces end his decivions are basca ool
onl: ¢ the particulae sifmulus that is being presented to him at aav given
moment, but also on how that stinulus fits into his undquying'plaus.
. Thus, the response made is ;ymbolié of tke learner‘g manipulation of
both the present and previcus expericnces with the language. To fay that
the learner's behavior is the result of inner processes does not, however,

[ ] - .
explain how these decicions and hypotieses are realized. Wihat makes the

" inner organizaticn of the language learner make him respond in 2 certain

way? What s his reference? Frank Smith's book, Understanding Readins, is
c;ncerned w;;h answering these questions.47 While dealing specikically-
with how lé;rning to read takes place, his survey offers many-insights wnich
are gcaﬁl!y applipah;gito lea a

*u.‘

raing & second language. The student forms

>

tules and hypotheses which 'Esequently tests out, ‘;hese rules and
hyvpotheses are b&sediﬁh.prcvtbésly established categories, cach of which is
represented by a set, of étitical 6:_&istinguishlq3 fecatures. In othor words, |
the learner perceives distinctions or similaricies in the Janguage preseited
to him and then creates caﬁego:ies for these £eaturés. This system of cate-
‘gories allows him t9°come to some conclusions or fbrm‘aome rules by which he
can operate, And i;.ts these rules which are tested out when confronting
new ianformation. If.the new information qypglies with a p;;ticdlar rule or,
more specifically; with criteria of a givéﬁ-categdfy, it becomes asgimilated
‘tnto th;t category. 1f;; on the other hand, the information is not repre~
scnted by existing "criterial set§," a nevw gat;gory must be crcated. In

either case, some kind of interaal reconsttuction takes place, The indi-

L]

vidual is not necessarily aware of this,recons:rqc&(ou and process; rather,

it ceems as §f what he now perceives is derived Crom the immediate infor-

°
mation ot inpuc.‘s

R - | 14



The wbilacy Lo percelve relationships or make discriminatious awvad

.-

:san~£dtlon5 ana otganize thcm lnto sone sort of cystem is the human reala-

, :athﬁuﬂof what occurs at the receiving end o£ a c¢ybernctic systen. It i

L4

only after having taken into account the underlying plans, how chey ore

orgaanized ond the kind of information that is cr is not nccessible to thom,

'that apeclfic infornactonal fcedback can be dealt with; ltiis the underlyiang

COﬂaLlUClS which determine the messages transnztf*ﬂ and 1% thoae messages
can be received and decoded. If, then, the student creates categories}
makes discrimipations, testsgbypoékeses, reconstructs plans and thas learns,
it tollogs that the fefdﬁhgk transmitted should be so designed that new in-
formation can be eitraetédfénd used in his‘ﬁrocegsgg.'"The'llhitaﬁiéhs'of a
"knowiedge of results" becomes clearly evident: poéitive reinforcement
doesn’t provide hlm with anything he already did not know, while uegatxve
teinforcement dozsn't indicate the dimension or causc of his error, thereby
not providing the new input necessary for avoiding the error next time, He
knows that he {s right or wréng, but does not know why. |

Feedback which will transmit information must take'1nto account that

uhile thgﬁstudent is discovering feature lists,or criterlal sets, establish-

ing catcgories and testing hypotheses, he is choosing from among many alterna-

v

"tives, The nnmber ot altetnativca is an index of the amount of uncertainty

he faces.?d 1f the learner pcrceives just one alternative and chooses
accordingly, there is no tncertainty, ambiguity or, in communication termi-

nolugy, noise. If, towever, there are many alternatives fr&m which he must
/ hl

make a choice, he is_experténctng'a great deal of uncertai?ty. The feedback

’

-

18 Informational to the extent that it reduces the nncertﬁiatynar nunbes of

!
alternatives. Feedback which does not carry new 1nformatﬁon doecs aot reduce

"alternatives and has'no impact on the underlying construdks and rules the

L]

learney uses to organize the incoming messages.

1H
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-W. have pceuibﬁsiz secn how poobzble the ocecrrence of ombiguicy ir
the language czzesroom {s. The tcacher, dgnoiant of the contradict!rns

4. .

between his nmessage and his meaning, zngv does not.only reduce the numhcr
of alt(tnat1Ves, but creates even mdtT nnce:taxuty. }The lauguaFe learnbr ’.
canno: -gxtrace aay faformation vhich w:)i redueeﬁfhe number qj;hlceruat‘"e
choxces and may even be faced wich 8:(&&0: ambiguity. For example, if the

studunt utters “lle going," unsure of its correctness, and the teacher's

reacticn i{s "Again, please," the studant now has to figure out vhether he

. -
3 ~

is to cepeat his answer or whether his performance should somehow be altered.

If he does thé forner, hé soon finds ovt that he misvead the tegcherﬁs

.-aessave and still has not h1d any alternatives reduced. 1If he tries to do

0
the latt“r, his next respense is bajed on the same nuniber oi alte:natives

as his first, for thera has been no reduction of-uncer}ainty; 1f the
teacher's tncen;ion was that_"i3" be inscrt;a, his doiag so, rather than
responding "ﬁa goes,".;s for:ultoqé, not necessarily an indication that
he has learned tue desired response. Sim£1§r to the consequences of pro-
viding positive or negative_retnforcemepg, demauaing constant repetition,
in activﬁt& prevalent in many language clizéééfﬂdoes not reduce the

1
[

alternatives an&‘éoes not ptovtdeiinfogga:ton upon which future decisions

- /

can be bascd. ' : .
Having discoverzd why certain types of feedback should be aveided, be-

causc they are either ineffective or even detrimental, the question of what

kind of feedback rcduces ambiguity still remains to be answered. 1Is the

uncertainty rcduced by providing rules and principles which the student,

L]

fncorporates into his inner organization or by providing the correct pat-

terns to be reproduced? Because learnin5~thvolvcs the self-discovery of

rules and pricciples, cutrightly providing these as feedback will give

stvdents 1ittle opportunity to discover them for themselves. Simflarly,

16 -
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feedbach pruviding f-r hophazard pJLtSEn,praétice and repetition might

strengthea the cotrect 'respense, but is unlikely to result in the fomu-

. lation of rules necessary far‘the/éérception of discriminations, assqéi-

ations aaérrelationshtps. uhat;ihe teacher must do, then, is proviﬁ@

feedback which delincates thgfsalienc or critical features of a ty&k. In-

- formation uhich’tdcntifius-@hnt exactly is to be learned and thq£ allows

the student to see dia;}nctions and similaritics is vhat is mednt by feed-

| back vhich reduces ambiguity. Thus, after carefully plannlng practice 8o

that an und;r)ying principle becomea internalized the teacﬂer 's feedback
st concinue to pracess information so thnt the hxpogggggs betnz,tested

are etther confirmed or rejected By conttuuously providing analogouc and

o

contrasttng instances of a certain response, the student ls recetving aew

50

lniormation. cri:tcal £eatures have ‘been dellneated and become incotpo-

'rated futo previously s'ablished categories. tesulting in the reduction

of amblgulcy o learning. In other words, the nse of analogy and contrast
is wuch more effective than frequent repecitton, for it allows the student
to understand why his response is. correqgt or 1ncortect.-'

Thé necessity to contrast means that both what something is as Well as
what it is pot should be focused upon. This has ;ome interesting hnplt-
catfons for the tteatmeut ;f error. During most lauguage instruction. ’
errors are either 1gnored by con:inued practice with the eorrect response

or reinforced negatively. As far as the lauguage :eacher is congerned °

they are to be avoided and drilled out of the learner's tevettoire of \\\

\

R N

responses; their occurrencc indicates that learuth\has .not taken place

either because of interfcrence from the first\ language or failure to grasp

51

the fmportant principles involved, lf. howevdr, it is recognized that

" the student is testing hypotheses, then errors ind ate not that he has not

lcarned:’but r‘the} that he- 18 in the process ofudatn 80,

Th{g#::ans that

- .
¢ ¢

. !'
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when an ercref ogeuts, the fesdbagk Lhonld point out whete the disparity

- betueen the respease and the ¢:yived rmuﬁnnﬂe lies. If the "difference

between th;m iz not- gxpsesoln tauzhe, the teacher mayfnot have occasicn
to discover tba' the distinction has nover oteure tu the scndent.“’z
-} . L ] .
Though {t hag genefally been consilered tapoo in langnage instruction’

L]

to focur upon the crror, for fear that it le Aearned, studies have shown

that ruperior learning results whea both incorrect and correct alternatives

have beern presented, 5?- Futrhcrmore. if‘we AcCepy error as a necessary
_aspect of the le@vning prOCLuS, rdther than tg7bre it or treat it nega-_f”
tlvely. ic is also - likely that. ghe student wi}l take gteater rick in test-‘
ing out h‘s kypotheses. In his discussion oE signal -detection. theory, |

Smith pOLntc out that. tioks rakea depend uybn the "price" ﬁhﬁd for making

etrors.s“ If the,eost ts tov hi~h fcw risks will ve taken. Iq the '

-
\

langddge ciasstoom where learning correqt responsea depends to & large

/ .

extent upon making them in the first pfhce, risks (in the form of respoases)

,mhst be taken, rhc teacher then mnst keep in nind the feedback .he is

'l bt B

transmitting when risks result 1n~%fror. (Iucideutally, according to
aignil-dcteétion theory, error ls_énevitable since, coﬁtrafy to popular
balief, tﬁe greater the amount qffhits or c;\}ect respohses. :he greater
will be the anount of misses, qt'incorrect responses.) The teacher must
‘make sure that he is 1n£erming and reducing ambiguicy, and thus loverius the
cost of taking a risk rathér than reprimaudiug him thus raistng the cost.
Focusikg upon errors made;’not the students who made them, and, wore im-
portantly, indicating spé?tiically Qhere the error lies fﬁ therefore an -
fnforming aid positive -experience. Students themselves have indicated. t\at
more of this type of éeedba» D despite the fact that it eﬁtailu pcinting .

out errors, be provided in thc lcarning situation.ss

18 | | | N
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puring this discusuica of feellach, the peint that has buen continuously

uiderlined is the neeespity af fordback ~hich reduces altcrnatives. Feed-

- / 8
..'-.....

- back with little tnfurma:ion has a0 etfeet on the existent uncertainty;

it merely relntorcesyuhat the student already knows. It does not follow,

however. that we sheuld try to "load" our feedback with as much lnformation -

as possible. The pupil. 1ike the dccoder ¢f a transmission system, has a
“limited capacity and is only able to receive and cdmpreﬁénd 3@.: so much

of a message. prvading too much information not ‘only’ ‘does not reduce noise,

but creefes further ambiguity. It is tberefore essential that 1n£ormationa1

|\

feedback be structnrcd so as to prov@de for redundancy, for when redundancy

36 Thus, while constant repetition is

exists, altcrnatives are reduced.
1ne££eet£ve. providing the language learner with no new 1npnt :otally new
informatlon, vhich does not take into account what has sttl} not been
comprehiended, is detrimental. In order to provide-for rednndancy or par-
:ial-nredictability, éhe feedback must transmit information which 'the
student receives and.incorporates and, at the same ggne,-nust a;low him to
rely upon prior knowledge more readily. As a tesuitf.the number of choices

or alternatives is reduced.

A A .

.,e.m_" BY provldtng.fot‘redundancy in our feedback, wf enable the student to
Qrasp.the new information. This is particularly. meortant in gsecond language
gﬁsgfuétien uhete'a message transmitted in a fogﬁlgn language ipso: facto

{9xesentn”difficultiés. bﬂdicd to this are the déffetent levels of the ‘
language that the student must attead Lto. The language tcacher must there~ .
- fore uake sure that the feedback is redundant and alleviates this confusing
atate of affairs; thc feedbaek must allow the student to recognize distince
ﬂ;tions and asseciations which he had nct been able to see previously. When
redundancy occurs, the "morphological, ‘phonological and eyntactical tor-

mations reinforce cach other,"57 aad tbe altcrnatives iniquestion are reduced

to one. | | R 19 .
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;feedin. tack cucs which are not only oral, but visucl and/or nan—vcrb.l, we

. verbal materfal is lcssened because it has.been prescuted through channels

feedback should offer the same informat{on through a differeat channel.

19 *

Whin tecdiacl presents the messase in a wide variety of melia, relanlancy
cxist§ Céntcury to the audio-lingual sprrodch which emphasizes the nkxl‘tv
cp spcak befor> buing eapased to the written syobols, the theory of comatade
cation stresses the ‘'use of dif€ferent channels oﬁ :ranamihsion. Thigs 1=
barced on the fuct ghat infcrizacion presented through wure then one zource
becomes redundant ““@;‘“ﬁ.*e cQTP:vhcnde& witﬁ'évcater efficicney. 1a pro-
viding LQedb:ck: thcreforéﬁ*tkﬁ”iéarhcr should aﬁtcmpt tg:duplicQte the

informmtion. not through tepetitlon, but through differenc sourses. Bv .t
arc providing ter vzdandancy; the difficulty involved in dealing ‘with the E

uhth have been 1eft relatively uutaxed.'\ﬂoreover, while this procedure
uak‘s nere demanas upon the teacher when p;:§igfng°feedback it actually
eascs thdé ' difficulty of pakinb hiimself uthrstood -Learning occurs mo:c
frmedirately and'fcadilyg_:whereas one source of information may uot @ave becuﬁ
Qdequatc, a combination of more tﬁaﬁ one is likely to provide for comp;ehensioq.ss
It should be remembered, however, that the rationale for duplicating the
information in other ways is to provide for redundancy, Thib does’ not mean

N‘ :

that new information should be provided through a variety of channels simul-
tanoous@y. This may be the first time the student is exposed to the infor-
mation, and ‘he therefore will not be able to“attgnd to more than one soutce.59

1

It §{s onl; after a message has‘beén received (and understood) that subsequent '-{
Otherwisc, not only-“ls redundancy not achieved, but the very purpose of a
varjety of sources may be ncgated; instead of a reduction of uncertainty,
vhat we have is the creation of.more ambiguity.
The kind of fecdback we have been discussing has implications that go

beyond the nature of feedback itself: it says somethirg about the

20 )
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tclatiunshﬁp cf studené and tcathr. Instead of the statie Cleysroom rol o
tley tradicionally h;ve playcd (demonstrated by studics of the linguistic
behavior fn the clas?too@);bo they h&ve become purt of a cosmuunication
system vhich entails reciprocity, dependence and coatinual 1nreract£on.6!
The teacher and student are no longer suparate clements, one havgng no
effrct wpon the other. Rather, cybeinetics and the commun!caticg process
!t.is based upon shave made the two ﬁart‘of an organized unit.‘;ﬁienbr‘

called this phenomenon ”codpling,"62 and its very existence det:rmines

vhether fcedback has informational value. qudback to a studeat's response

. or behavior is effective only when {t apecifically rclates to the. student's

LY P .

performance. the amount of raw information it carries matters 1ittle if
fecdback has:.not takeid the receiver into account.

The specificity of feedback is so crucial that even the channel through

which {t is{itansmtttéd is not criticair~-Whether the information is pre-

—

sented visually or orally has been shown to be of littlerconsequence.'63 It
{s upon this princifle.that a method which reduces the utterances of the

teacher to a miuinum and wvhich is totally non-verbal in teacher Eeedback

can achieve any ﬂegree of success.s‘ Called "The Silent’ Hay,“'teedback

. from the teacher is provided through visual cues and non-verbal gestures.

The stud:ats learn to make correct responses because the feedback“is a conse~ -
quence of their performarte. Even when the very goal of instructionm is
oral express(on, non-verbal feedback which specifically relates to the

student's response is more informational than verbal feedback which is

unrelated to a particular aspect of the student's performance. -

Linking the student and teacher together in a communication kystém means
that fcodback is rcglly traveling in two directions; 1n{orm§tlon is trans~-
f
witted hoth to the student and the teacher. At the same time that the

’...--o 3 . } P-
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teacher’s ruaﬂticq’carrlcs A message o the stadeni, b optadent’s petforie
/
ance indicoces yb the teacher the otiisacy of the mosbnge. Furihe rmore,

the infonmﬂtioﬂ scnt 2o one pﬂrt of the syntem beeowrs the basis of opers

ation tor nnd astivares the other. %Thus, the teacher's output hgsom&s the ;
.. :

' _ ~.. i
input for the student and determines his futuve perfotrmance, and the stident's

[
I 2

o

output hecones the input for the tcachor end detevaines his reaction to that
pecformance.. In a s¢nse, tcaching and learning are ae loager cicluaive

3

roles, and beeone ihﬁ"provlnccs of both performers in the elassrcom: while
“the teachct ingtructs, he i3 lcarning about what must he Jone ncat, and
.y

uhtlc the student learns, he is giving iansiruction as-:o.uhat information

he is lacking. - T . /,””’

-
”

Informational fecodback ﬁpd its many implications have been e#amined in
gteat detatl. This discugsion is not complete, however, until we go back
and again lock at an carlicr muttet, namely, tpe synthesis of the two theo-
tetical approachcn to lauguage taaching. Inscea¢ of dealing wvith the issu
then, outrtghcly describing how the cybeinetic model provided for a recon-
cillaﬁton embracing both theories, I chose to"leaye.the question open, ThI; |
decision was deliberate, Sased on the premise thai th; discussion of feed-
back and what it entails would provide the lntoémation necessary to answer
this question. 1 was attempting to create a fecedback loop for Ehe reader,
present@ég infofmationlﬁhich could gtoceed backward and reduce whatever un-
éettalnty the quedtion raised, Keeping in mind, however, onc of the majof -
tenets of cormunication theory, that the transmittgi“(iu this case, writer)
should never assume what the receiver (recader) has unéqrstood or.learned,
my final corments will deal mote explicitly with the guestion of synthesis,

1 will thus elthet be redgflng an& rewaining amﬂiguity §r p;oviding‘for

P

redundancy. B

1
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The cybecnetic model 1s 2 complen system b sed vpon undeedying plaue

or constructs which extract faformiticn from the cavironsent., %Yoaen the

informat{on is {ncorporated into the system, altering its design and aff{ccting

-
el t

its tutqufperfo e, it {3 said to have lecarned, This procuss it essen=
tttff; what cOgnttlve-kodu theorists have duscribed as learning: uLing
the internal menfal processes, students are capable of ﬁanipulating facon=
ing messages so that rules and gfinctples upon which the f{nformaticu is
bascd is comprehended, Though cognitive-cade theory and cybernetics hoth
stress the ﬁgportance of grasping the gggent4al clements of the anut. the
éualogy between them ends bere; while thé\kgrmer adVoEEﬁea providing these
essenttqls as the raw material to be ttausmi&(gd. the latter operat;s oa

the premise that rules and principles musgt be Qél[-reallzed. The cybcrnetxc

nodol now beglns to embrace aspe.ts ot behaviorist tbeory, for the tnfor-

———
—

mation ptovid“djis som¢ parallel .or conlrasgjng’lastance of the student's
tesponse. thus presentﬁng patterns, /pt ;;;es and generaliratlons. Ferthore o o
more, the cybernetic system operates on the premise that overt, observable
performance is an indtcaeion that the new 1nfbrmation has been received und
lntegrated 1nto the underlying coaatruc:s. khe tufotmation fed back is
detetmlned by . the empirical evidencc,¢by-whac the student has done or’ said
not by vhat he might have been capable of or uhat the teacher expected.

This “cybernetic synthesis" is unlike others uhtch simply prescribe-
that eleneuts from both theories be extracted and used in one's teaching,
It ptovides 4 racionale for the reconciliati.a, explatntng how the two :
’approaches to language teaching are really operating simultaneously. Thus,
vhile inner mental constructs are in operatlon, atcemptlng to grasp the

essential clements, the luforuation rransmttted is not the rule or principle

- itself, but representative data of that principle. And, when a reorganizution

243
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0L e v onlTuety guruka, it ia che ntudeutts .1(4!"&1 response, not possible
sacs. that s wa index of spch a reconstoaction, It is this last poiat that
do§§ away dlgh the distinetion that oitea cxists between lcarning and pet-
foruance; whereas the benavaorists are convinced that uttering cortvent
responses indicates learning the language, though that s not necesncrily
the case, cognitive=code theorists insist that lecaming occurs, out.ard
performance nntvithstarding, Thrnugh.cybernetlca and its éynthestp of

thcortos. the aim of language teaching can approach rcalizatioa: pcrformanbe

and learning, the former the outward manifestation of the latter. bec’Le one.
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